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A B S T R A C T
Background: Attitudes toward people with disabilities are a frequent subject of studies. However,
there are few complex studies with personal explanatory variables. Thus, in our study we have
conducted an analysis at both the individual and classroom level, as well as we have examined
between-levels interactions.
Methods: 1525 students without disabilities participated in the cross-sectional study, in which we
analyzed attitudes toward people with disabilities, and moral identity in traditional and in in-
clusive classroom settings.
Results: The results show that individual and classroom moral identity, as well as learning in an
inclusive classroom, predict a reduction of negative attitudes toward people with disabilities.
Moreover, we have reported some interesting interactions between these two levels.
Conclusions: The results obtained are important for educational practice.
What this paper adds?
1 It analyzes moral identity and different classroom settings (with and without students with disabilities) as predictors of attitudes
toward people with disabilities;
2 Moral identity is analyzed at the individual as well as at the classroom level;
3 It shows some cross-level interactions between analyzed variables.
1. Introduction
Attitudes of different social groups toward people with disabilities are a popular subject of research. Students of school age often
participate in such studies, because their attitudes can be one of the factors affecting the success of inclusive education. However,
knowledge about attitudes of typically developing students toward people with disabilities is still incomplete. Thus, our study
complements existing knowledge in several aspects. Firstly, it shows the importance of a level of moral identity development for
attitudes toward people with disabilities. Secondly, it shows how the level of moral identity predicts attitudes toward people with
disabilities in both inclusive (i.e. for students with and without disabilities) and traditional (i.e. only for students without disabilities)
classes. Thirdly, it shows that the level of individual moral identity has a varying predictive strength for attitudes toward people with
disabilities depending on the mean level of moral development in the class. Our results have practical implications for schools’
administrators and principals in making decisions about the composition of inclusive classes. They can also be useful for teachers in
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inclusive settings in planning interventions to improve social inclusion for students with disabilities.
1.1. Attitudes toward people with disabilities and their implications
Attitudes are often defined as stable, concise assessments of people, ideas, or other objects (see: Ajzen, 2001). Their bases are
evaluations, which arise automatically and unavoidably, when people create beliefs about objects (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). It is
generally believed that attitudes consist of three components: affective, cognitive, and behavioral. The popularity of attitudes in
social sciences is caused by their predictive importance for peoples’ behaviors, mostly for discriminatory behaviors (Ajzen & Fishbein,
2005).
For many years, different countries have conducted an intensive social policy to combat legal, financial, social, and educational
discrimination against people with disabilities, discrimination which excludes them from access to common social institutions, and
limits their participation in social life. One important area of this policy has been to provide access to all levels of mainstream
education for students with disabilities. Even though efforts to promulgate inclusive education in many countries originated years
ago, the enactment of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities gave a new, strong impulse (Rieser, 2008) to this long-
lasting trend in educational policy (Florian, 2002).
One of the barriers to increase access for students with disabilities to mainstream schools are the negative attitudes of typically
developing peers. Attitudes of children toward their peers with disabilities are positively correlated with the frequency of interacting
with them during free play and activities (Okagaki, Diamond, Kontos, & Hestenes, 1998). Negative attitudes can lead not only to
avoidance of contact with peers with disabilities, but also to disruption during interactions. Students with negative attitudes can feel
uncomfortable during interactions with peers with disabilities, avoid eye contact, and send negative signals through their body
language (Armstrong, Morris, Abraham, Ukoumunne, & Tarrant, 2016; Wilson & Scior, 2014). Such behaviors can in turn cause low
satisfaction from interactions among people with disabilities and cause avoidance of such interactions in the future.
Low quality of relationships with peers without disabilities, exclusion, and a lack of friends in the classroom are factors which can
discourage many parents from sending their children with disabilities to inclusive schools. As was recently shown, these factors are
important motives for relocating students with disabilities from mainstream to special schools (Mann, Cuskelly, & Moni, 2018). In
conclusion, negative attitudes of students without disabilities toward peers with disabilities are considered one of the key barriers to
promulgate high quality inclusive education.
1.2. Knowledge about attitudes toward people with disabilities and its determinants
Both a meta-analysis (Nowicki & Sandieson, 2002) and a systematic review (De Boer, Pijl, & Minnaert., 2012), as well as later
studies (e.g. Alnahdi, 2019) show that students developing typically have predominantly positive or neutral attitudes toward peers
with disabilities. However, these attitudes differ strongly (Bates, McCafferty, Quayle, & McKenzie, 2015; Nowicki & Sandieson,
2002). For instance, in a large study in Ontario it was shown that although 61 % of students had positive attitudes, 21 % had negative
attitudes toward people with disabilities (McDougall, DeWit, King, Miller, & Killip, 2004). Researchers try to explain this diversity of
attitudes using different factors, classified into three groups: personal characteristics; knowledge about disability and about func-
tioning of people with disabilities; and contextual factors (Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl, & Petry, 2011; Vignes et al., 2009).
Gender and age are among the individual characteristics most frequently analyzed. Attitudes of women toward people with
disabilities are more positive than those of men (Bossaert et al., 2011; Siperstein, Parker, Bardon, & Widaman, 2007). Studies
concerning the significance of students’ age do not show consistent results, even though younger students often have more positive
attitudes than older ones. Surprisingly, to date little attention has been given to mental features of participants of studies as predictors
of attitudes. It was shown that openness and agreeableness, two dimensions of Big Five, are positively, although weakly, correlated
with attitudes toward people with intellectual disability (Page & Islam, 2015). Fate control, defined as a belief in predetermined life
outcomes along with the paradoxical belief that people have some ways to influence these externally originating outcomes (Ma, Chen, Zhou, &
Zhang, 2012, p. 252) is also correlated with attitudes toward people with disabilities. People with higher fate control have more
negative attitudes toward people with disabilities than people with lower fate control (Ma et al., 2012). Moreover, it was shown that
attitudes towards people with disabilities predict more specific mental features, directed to disability, such as fear of disability
(negative) (Armstrong et al., 2016) or moral emotions (positive) toward people with disabilities (Chilver-Stainer, Gasser, & Perrig-
Chiello, 2014; Gasser, Malti, & Buholzer, 2013). However, to our knowledge, previous research has not assessed a predictive role of
generalized measures of the level of moral development for attitudes toward people with disabilities.
Results showing the importance of learning in inclusive settings for students’ attitudes toward people with disabilities are am-
biguous, although slightly more studies show a positive relationship between these two factors (De Boer et al., 2012; MacMillan,
Tarrant, Abraham, & Morris, 2014). However, intensity and quality of contacts better explain attitudes than does the type of
classroom (e.g. Keith, Benetto, & Rogge, 2015; Schwab, 2017). Because students quite often isolate their peers with disabilities, the
mere presence of such students in classrooms or schools may not be sufficient to develop positive attitudes. At the same time,
voluntary interactions with peers with disabilities create more occasions to develop knowledge about disability, and also increase
empathy for and decrease fear of people with disabilities, thus favoring a reduction of bias toward the whole group (Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2008).
Knowledge about importance of contextual factors present in schools affecting students’ attitudes toward people with disabilities
is relatively poor. It was shown that in schools grouping students from families with lower socio-economic status and lower school
achievement, students have better attitudes (Vignes et al., 2009). This result, however, has not been replicated, and is difficult to
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explain theoretically. There are also some dimensions of the school environment, such as higher levels of support from teachers and
peers; better relationships with teachers; or a stronger emphasis on developing intrinsic motivation for learning and content un-
derstanding than on school grades, which favor more positive attitudes toward people with disabilities (McDougall et al., 2004). The
factors mentioned above, however, were not analyzed at the level of classrooms or schools, but only at the level of individual
students, which is not in accordance with contemporary standards of analyzing school climate (Morin, Marsh, Nagengast, & Scalas,
2014).
1.3. Moral identity as a predictor of prosocial behaviors
There are three ways of explaining motivation for moral behaviors: the conception of moral reasoning; the conception of moral
emotions, mostly moral empathy; and the conception of moral identity, defining also as “moral self” (Hardy & Carlo, 2005). Moral
identity defines a level at which being a moral person is important for a personal identity (Hardy & Carlo, 2011). People develop
moral identity at the level where moral values, such as goodness, fairness or sympathy, are important for their understanding of
themselves. Moral identity is therefore an integral part of general identity; integration of morality and identity of individual takes
place in adolescence (Hardy, Walker, Olsen, Woodbury, & Hickman, 2014).
Different conceptions concerning relationships between moral identity and motivation for moral behaviors exist. A socio-cog-
nitive approach assumes that moral identity indicates access to moral scripts. A person with a better-developed moral identity has
easier access to moral scripts and activates them more often to assess social situations, and to analyze social situations using moral
categories, than a person with more weakly developed moral identity, for whom morality is not an important script of their identity
(Aquino, Reed, Thau, & Freeman, 2007). The other approach refers mostly to integrity of “self” and to developing moral emotions.
People for whom moral issues are important elements of their identity have an elaborated moral motivation, because immoral
behaviors threaten the coherence of their self-image (Blasi, 2004). Moral identity, therefore, favors moral responsibility and self-
discipline, and activates a feeling of guilt (Stets & Carter, 2011).
Much evidence shows that moral identity allows predicting moral behaviors. In a recent meta-analysis, consisting of 112 studies
(124 effects) it was shown that moral identity is significantly related to moral behaviors, although the effect is of moderate strength
(Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016). This observed effect is similar to other results shown in quantitative systematic reviews of the im-
portance of moral emotions in moral behaviors (Malti & Krettenauer, 2013). Although in Hertz and Krettenauer’s meta-analysis
(2016) it was shown that the effects were a little stronger when moral identity was assessed explicitly rather than implicitly, and
when moral behaviors were assessed through self-reporting methods rather than with observational measures, significant effects were
observed from independent assessment methods. This result dispels, to some degree, the apprehensions of some researchers who
claim that moral identity is a weak predictor of moral behaviors, because people are led by moral hypocrisy rather than moral
integrity, thus their self-perception as moral persons has no relationship with their real behaviors (Batson, Thompson, Seuferling,
Whitney, & Strongman, 1999).
1.4. The present study
Although there is much research about the determinants of attitudes toward people with disabilities, many personal variables
have not yet been examined (Page & Islam, 2015). There is also a lack of studies linking personal and contextual factors as predictors
of attitudes (Akrami, Ekehammar, Bergh, Dahlstrand, & Malmsten, 2009).
A primary aim of this study was to investigate whether moral identity of middle school students enables us to predict their
attitudes toward students with disabilities. Previously, it was shown that people with better-developed moral identity behave in a
more moral way than people with weaker moral identity (Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016). Although attitudes are not the same as
behaviors, they are considered as a disposition for behaving in a certain way. Positive attitudes toward people with disabilities have
many similarities to prosocial behaviors, such as promoting well-being of others, helping, sharing etc. (Eisenberg, 2000). Using these
presumptions, we have prepared a first hypothesis:
H1. There is a significant positive relationship between the level of moral identity of middle school students without disability and
their attitudes toward people with disabilities.
The strength of the relationship between the moral identity of a person and its moral behaviors can depend on contextual factors,
and also on the level of moral identity development among their classroom peers. Previously it was shown that activating moral
identity with contextual stimuli raises moral motivation, and activating individual aims, concerning one’s own interests, deactivates
moral identity and reduces a tendency for moral behaviors (Aquino, Freeman, Reed, & Lim, 2009). However, the moderating strength
of contextual factors is weaker in the case of people with better-developed moral identity. In particular, stimuli causing actions
related to their own affairs have a weaker impact on behaviors of people with better-developed moral identity, which is in accordance
with the conception of moral identity as an internal, autonomous regulator of behaviors (Lapsley, 2015). So far we are not aware of
results showing whether and how the level of moral identity of a group, to which a person belongs, moderates a relationship between
the level of that person’s moral identity and prosocial behaviors. It seems, however, that this relationship can have an analogical
nature, as stimuli that activate prosocial behaviors and egoistic goals. In groups with higher morality the pressure for prosocial
behaviors can be stronger than in groups with lower mean morality. Therefore, in such groups, the predictive importance of moral
identity as an internal regulator of behaviors should be stronger. If this reasoning is correct, the next hypothesis should follow:
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H2. A lower group morality causes an individual’s own moral identity to become more important for positive attitudes toward people
with disabilities than in groups with higher morality.
The majority of previous research shows that students learning in inclusive settings have more positive attitudes toward people
with disabilities than their peers in traditional classes (De Boer et al., 2012). Moreover, these attitudes improve with time spent in
these classes (Thurneck, 2008). Participants in our study had been learning in an inclusive setting for four terms. Moreover, as-
signment to these classes in Poland is not random: parents need to give consent to their children for learning in inclusive classes.
Therefore, these students should not treat students with disabilities in the classroom as a threat to the realization of their educational
goals, which is a factor which worsens attitudes (Siperstein et al., 2007). Using the above-mentioned assumptions, we have prepared
a third hypothesis:
H3. Students without a disability, learning in an inclusive setting, have significantly better attitudes toward people with disabilities
than their peers in traditional classroom settings.
In accordance with socio-cognitive conception, moral identity is dependent on context. Although moral identity is a general
predisposition for prosocial behaviors, the relationship between moral identity and behaviors is stronger when contextual factors
increase availability of moral scripts (Aquino et al., 2009). The presence of peers with disabilities in the classroom creates conditions
which help to know them better, to understand their abilities and difficulties, and to raise awareness of their needs. Contact with
peers with disabilities can facilitate the decrease of bias toward people with disabilities; increase tolerance toward them and
awareness of the need to help them. Such contact, therefore, can activate moral identity. Using these assumptions we have prepared
the last, fourth hypothesis:
H4. The relationship between moral identity and attitudes toward people with disabilities is significantly stronger in inclusive than in
traditional settings.
2. Methods
2.1. Sample
A sample of 1525 native Polish students without disability, in the 2nd grade of middle school, took part in the study. It was a
random sample, consisting of classes located in the cities with more than 100 000 inhabitants, drawn from the national database of
schools. There were N=754 boys and N=769 girls in the sample (two students did not report their gender). The analysis was made
on the basis of data gathered during the third wave of study, as part of a longitudinal research project about the effectiveness of
inclusive education for students without disabilities. At the beginning of the project (approximately a 1.5 year before the study
reported here) students were M=13.11, SD=0.38 (Min=12 years, Max=15 years). Students learned in n=108 classrooms in
two different educational settings: in a traditional, without students with disabilities (n=56 classrooms), and in inclusive one
(n=52). Thus, N=909 students without disability learned in a traditional setting, and N=616 learned in inclusive setting. In all
inclusive classrooms, there were n=105 students with different kinds of special needs, such as: intellectual disability (n=38, mild
and moderate), autism spectrum disorder (n=19), physical disability (n=19), hearing impairment (n=12), visual impairment
(n=7), social maladjustment (n=4), behavioral disorders (n=3), and multiple disabilities (n=3). However, in the following
study we have only analyzed the results of students without a disability.
Students filled in the questionnaires within a few days break in their classrooms, in a group setting. Written consent was obtained
from school principals and classroom teachers, as well as from students’ parents. Students agreed to participate. The research project
was positively assessed by an ethical committee at the University of Warsaw, Faculty of Education no. 2018/1.
2.2. Measures
We have used the “Multidimensional Attitudes Scale Toward Persons with Disabilities” (MAS, Findler, Vilchinsky, & Werner,
2007) measure to analyze attitudes toward people with disabilities and “Commitment to Ethical Goodness Scale” (CEG, Narvaez,
Bock, & Vaydich, 2008) to analyze moral identity among individual students and at classroom level. Both measures were adapted into
Polish with all proper procedures, such as back translation.
The MAS measure (Findler et al., 2007) consists of a short story in which a person comes into direct contact with a person with
physical disability. Despite the fact that s/he does not know the person with disability, s/he needs to wait with this person in a one-to-
one situation. There are three groups of questions following the story, concerning:
- Emotions – affective attitudes subscale (“People experience a variety of emotions when they are involved in such situations”) with
a list of 16 possible positive (e.g. relaxation, calmness) and negative (e.g. stress, shame) emotions, which can arise in such a
situation;
- Cognitions – cognitive attitudes subscale (“People experience a variety of cognitions when they are involved in such situations”)
with a list of ten cognitive statements (e.g. He/she looks friendly; Why not to get to know him/her better?), which can arise in
such a situation;
- Behaviors – behavioral attitudes subscale (“People experience a variety of behaviors when they are involved in such a situation”)
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with a list of eight possible behaviors (e.g. get up and leave; start a conversation), which can arise in such a situation.
Each item is assessed on a five-point Likert scale of degree of likelihood that such emotion, cognition, and behavior will arise
(from 1 – not at all, to 5 – very likely). The reliability of the Polish version of the measure was: affective attitudes subscale α=0.83;
cognitive attitudes subscale α=0.91; and behavioral attitudes subscale α=0.79. These results were very similar to the reliability of
the original version of the scale (see Findler et al., 2007). The validity of the measure was confirmed, e.g., by significant positive
correlations with Attitudes Toward Disabled Persons Scale (Findler et al., 2007).
The CEG (Narvaez et al., 2008) is a self-reporting scale, consisting of 15 statements, concerning three dimensions of morality:
moral locus of control (n=9, e.g. Being a good person at school is important to me), ethical goodness (n=3, e.g. It doesn’t matter
whether you are good or bad), and ethical self-regulation (n=3, e.g. I have rules for myself that I follow). Despite these three
dimensions, similarly to the authors, we have used a one-factor solution. The items are assessed with a five-point Likert scale (from 1
– always agree, to 5 – never agree); four items are reversed. The reliability of the Polish version was similar to the original results,
α=0.81. Significant correlations with many questionnaires assessing different aspects of morality, e.g., ethical sensitivity, ethical
motivation, and ethical assertiveness confirm validity of the CEG questionnaire (Narvaez, Bock, Endicott, & Lies, 2004). CEG was
used not only to assess moral beliefs at an individual level, but also to assess the level of morality of each class. In the latter case, for
every class we have counted a mean value of CEG intensity, using “Cluster Mean” option in Mplus.
2.3. Models
Analyses were conducted in a few steps with multilevel regression (Hox, 2010). The first analyzed model was the intercept only
model (Model 1). In this model, three correlated attitudes toward students with disabilities were only variables we used. We used no
explaining variables, either at the individual or the classroom level. This model is needed to check whether there is a significant
variance in dependent variables at the individual and classroom level. The intercept-only model is useful as a null model that serves
as a benchmark to which other models are compared. In the next model (Model 2 – the first level variables-only model) we have
continued the analysis by adding predictor variables from the individual level. This model included students’ gender and morality as
explanatory variables. In the following model (Model 3 – the first- and the second-level variables model), we have additionally added
predictor variables at the second level (the classroom level), i.e. the type of class (the class with students with disabilities vs. the class
without students with disabilities) and the level of class morality. In the next step (Model 4 and Model 5 – the first- and the second-
level variables plus random slopes model), we have added to the model random slopes for regression of three types of attitudes
toward students with disabilities (behavioral, cognitive, and affective) on the class’s morality. Unlike a random intercept model, a
random slope model allows each group to have a different slope, allowing the explanatory variable to have a different effect for each
group. A random slope indicates that the causal effect of the predictor on the outcome differs between classes (Level 2 units). Thus,
this initiates the search for potential moderators of the effect (Bauer, Preacher, & Gil, 2006). During the last step, we added to the
model an interaction between the type of the class and the class’s morality and cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities
(Model 6 – the first- and the second-level variables plus random slopes model with a cross-level interaction). This interaction is cross-
level, because it involves explanatory variables from different levels.
In this analysis regression coefficients are standardized (to enable comparisons of the strength of effects), and all the other
parameters are unstandardized.
The statistical analyses were performed using the Mplus 8.1 software and a Bayes estimator. In order to assess how well the
models fit the data, PPP (posterior predictive p-value) and DIC (deviance information criterion) were calculated. The ideal PPP value
is 0.5; values approaching 0.05 or below indicate a poor fit, whereas DIC is a useful measure for comparing models. Models with
lower DIC values are preferred.
3. Results
To analyze the relationships between attitudes toward students with disabilities, morality and the educational setting (traditional
vs. inclusive), we have used a multilevel analysis, at the level of individual students (Level 1) and the level of the classroom (Level 2).
We have started our analysis by looking at relationships between variables at an individual level (Table 1).
First we were able to show that there is a significant variance between students in the case of the all types of attitudes (Model 1).
We have therefore further controlled for gender and individual level of morality as factors that can affect attitudes toward
students with disabilities. It was revealed that girls have significantly more positive attitudes toward students with disabilities in the
case of cognitive and affective attitudes. However, in the case of behavioral attitudes there are no differences between girls and boys
(Model 2).
In the case of the level of individual morality, we observed that higher levels of morality positively predict behavioral, cognitive
and affective attitudes – having higher morality translates into less negative attitudes toward students with disabilities (Model 2).
Furthermore, we added variables from the Level 2 analysis, but these did not change results from the Level 1 analysis (Model 3).
In the next step, we checked the relationship between attitudes toward students with disabilities and the level of morality in the
class and the type of class at Level 2 (Models 4–6, Table 2).
In the case of behavioral attitudes toward students with disabilities, variance at the classroom level was not significant. In
accordance with this result, neither the level of class morality nor the type of class were important for behavioral attitudes toward
students with disabilities (Model 4).
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In the case of cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities, the level of morality in the class was important – the higher the
morality in the class, the less negative were the cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities. However, the type of classroom
was not important for cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities (Model 4).
In the case of affective attitudes toward students with disabilities, the level of the class’s morality is important, as well as the type
of classroom: the higher the level of class morality, the less negative the affective attitudes of students toward students with dis-
abilities. Moreover, affective attitudes toward students with disabilities were better in inclusive classroom (Model 4).
Further, we checked random effects of ß coefficients in the relationship between individual attitudes toward students with
disabilities and the level of class morality. A significant variance occurred only in the case of cognitive attitudes toward students with
Table 1
A relationship between attitudes toward students with disabilities, as influenced by gender and morality - individual level (Models 1-3).
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Point Estimation 95 CI Point Estimation 95 CI Point Estimation 95 CI
Lower_
2.5 CI
Upper 2.5
CI
Lower_
2.5 CI
Upper 2.5
CI
Lower_
2.5 CI
Upper 2.5
CI
Fixed part
Intercept
Behavioral attitudes 2.78* 2.74 2.82 2.77* 2.72 2.83 2.80* 2.72 2.86
Cognitive attitudes 2.34* 2.29 2.39 2.40* 2.34 2.46 2.42* 2.34 2.50
Affective attitudes 2.47* 2.42 2.53 2.58* 2.51 2.65 2.66* 2.58 2.75
Level 1
Behavioral ⟵ Gender – – – 0.025 −0.09 0.13 0.02 −0.03 0.07
Behavioral ⟵ Morality – – – −0.15* −0.20 −0.10 −0.15* −0.20 −0.10
Cognitive ⟵ Gender – – – −0.12* −0.22 −0.03 −0.05* −0.10 −0.01
Cognitive ⟵ Morality – – – −0.37* −0.41 −0.32 −0.37* −0.41 −0.33
Affective ⟵ Gender – – – −0.31* −0.41 −0.21 −0.15* −0.20 −0.10
Affective ⟵ Morality – – – −0.25* −0.29 −0.20 −0.25* −0.30 −0.20
R2
Behavioral 0.02* 0.01 0.04 0.02* 0.01 0.04
Cognitive 0.15* 0.11 0.18 0.15* 0.12 0.18
Affective 0.10* 0.07 0.13 0.10* 0.07 0.13
Level 2
Behavioral ⟵ Morality – – – – – – −0.32 −0.62 0.00
Behavioral ⟵ Type of
classroom
– – – – – – −0.18 −0.48 0.17
Cognitive ⟵ Morality – – – – – – −0.76* −0.87 −0.60
Cognitive ⟵ Type of
classroom
– – – – – – −0.03 −0.24 0.19
Affective ⟵ Morality – – – – – – −0.61* −0.75 −0.41
Affective ⟵ Type of
classroom
– – – – – – −0.27* −0.45 −0.07
R2
Behavioral 0.18* 0.02 0.48
Cognitive 0.59* 0.38 0.78
Affective 0.50* 0.30 0.68
Random part
Variance Level 1
Behavioral 0.41* 0.38 0.44 0.40* 0.37 0.43 0.39* 0.37 0.43
Cognitive 0.58* 0.54 0.62 0.49* 0.46 0.53 0.48* 0.45 0.52
Affective 0.51* 0.47 0.54 0.46* 0.42 0.49 0.45* 0.42 0.49
Variance Level 2
Behavioral 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 −0.01 0.02
Cognitive 0.02* 0.01 0.04 0.02* 0.01 0.04 0.02* 0.01 0.03
Affective 0.04* 0.03 0.07 0.04* 0.02 0.06 0.03* 0.02 0.05
DIC 9045.41 8521.55 8487.83
PPP-Value 0.416 0.376 0.435
* p < 0.05. For simplicity, the covariances are not included. DIC=Deviance. PPP-Value= Posterior Predictive P-Value. In the case of in-
dependent continuous variables regression beta coefficients standardized with standard deviation of dependent and independent variables (STDYX
standardization), in the case of dichotomous variables regression beta coefficients standardized with standard deviation of dependent variable
(STDY standardization). Behavioral, cognitive, affective – dimensions of attitudes in the MAS; sex: 0 - girls, 1 - boys; type of classroom: 0 - inclusive
setting, 1 - traditional setting.
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Table 2
A relationship between attitudes toward students with disabilities, morality and the type of classroom – at classroom level (Models 4-6).
Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Point
Estimation
95 CI Point
Estimation
95 CI Point
Estimation
95 CI
Lower_2.5 CI Upper
2.5 CI
Lower_2.5 CI Upper
2.5 CI
Lower_2.5 CI Upper 2.5
CI
Fixed part
Intercept
Behavioral attitudes 2.80* 2.73 2.86 2.80* 2.73 2.87 2.79* 2.73 2.86
Cognitive attitudes 2.43* 2.35 2.50 2.42* 2.34 2.50 2.42* 2.35 2.49
Affective attitudes 2.66* 2.58 2.74 2.66* 2.58 2.74 2.66* 2.58 2.74
Level 1
Behavioral ⟵ Gender 0.05 −0.06 0.15 0.05 −0.05 0.16 0.04 −0.07 0.14
Behavioral ⟵ Morality −0.14* −0.19 −0.09 −0.14* −0.19 −0.10 −0.14* −0.19 −0.09
Cognitive⟵ Gender −0.12* −0.21 −0.07 −0.12* −0.23 −0.03 −0.12* −0.22 −0.02
Cognitive ⟵ Morality −0.34* −0.38 −0.30 −0.33* −0.37 −0.29 −0.33* −0.37 −0.29
Affective ⟵ Gender −0.30* −0.41 −0.20 −0.30* −0.41 −0.20 −0.30* −0.41 −0.20
Affective ⟵ Morality −0.24* −0.28 −0.19 −0.24* −0.28 −0.19 −0.24* −0.29 −0.19
R2
Behavioral 0.04* 0.03 0.05 0.02* 0.01 0.04 0.02* 0.01 0.04
Cognitive 0.15* 0.12 0.18 0.15* 0.13 0.18 0.16* 0.13 0.19
Affective 0.10* 0.07 0.13 0.09* 0.07 0.12 0.09* 0.06 0.12
Level 2
Behavioral ⟵ Morality −0.24 −0.52 0.01 −0.38 −0.64 0.04 −0.28* −0.57 0.00
Behavioral ⟵ Type of
classroom
−0.36 −1.20 0.39 −0.52 −1.49 0.45 −0.43 −1.30 0.39
Cognitive ⟵ Morality −0.63* −0.85 −0.46 −0.64* −0.82 −0.49 −0.68* −0.83 −0.50
Cognitive ⟵ Type of
classroom
−0.21 −0.79 0.36 −0.15 −0.69 0.39 −0.10 −0.62 0.41
Affective ⟵ Morality −0.48* −0.65 −0.31 −0.50* −0.65 −0.34 −0.49* −0.65 −0.31
Affective ⟵ Type of
classroom
−0.69* −1.17 −0.20 −0.67* −1.15 −0.16 −0.68* −1.15 −0.16
R2
Behavioral 0.10* 0.01 0.32 0.21* 0.02 0.51 0.12* 0.01 0.43
Cognitive 0.42* 0.22 0.74 0.42* 0.25 0.69 0.48* 0.27 0.70
Affective 0.30* 0.15 0.50 0.31* 0.17 0.49 0.31* 0.14 0.50
Cross-level Interaction
Cognitive ⟵ Morality x
Morality
― ― ― ― ― ― 0.54* 0.33 0.71
Cognitive ⟵ Type of
classroom x Morality
― ― ― ― ― ― −0.62* −1.20 −0.01
R2
Cognitive 0.35* 0.15 0.55
Random part
Variance Level 1
Behavioral 0.39* 0.36 0.42 0.40* 0.37 0.43 0.40* 0.37 0.43
Cognitive 0.46* 0.43 0.50 0.46* 0.43 0.50 0.46* 0.43 0.50
Affective 0.44* 0.41 0.48 0.45* 0.42 0.49 0.45* 0.42 0.49
Variance Level 2
Behavioral 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.01* 0.00 0.02
Cognitive 0.01* 0.01 0.03 0.02* 0.01 0.02 0.01* 0.01 0.02
Affective 0.03* 0.01 0.05 0.03* 0.01 0.04 0.03* 0.01 0.06
Behavioral ⟵Morality 0.00 −0.01 0.06 – – – – – –
Cognitive ⟵ Morality 0.11* 0.06 0.21 0.08* 0.04 0.12 0.05* 0.03 0.09
Affective ⟵ Morality 0.04 −0.01 0.08 – – – – – –
DIC 8462.47 8461.25 8440.08
PPP-Value ― ― ―
* p < 0.05. For simplicity, the covariances are not included. DIC=Deviance. PPP-Value= Posterior Predictive P-Value. In the case of in-
dependent continuous variables regression beta coefficients standardized with standard deviation of dependent and independent variables (STDYX
standardization), in the case of dichotomous variables regression beta coefficients standardized with standard deviation of dependent variable
(STDY standardization). Behavioral, cognitive, affective – dimensions of attitudes in the MAS; 0 - girls, 1 - boys; type of classroom: 0 - inclusive
setting, 1 - traditional setting.
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disabilities (Model 5).
We decided therefore to check cross-level interactions only between cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities and
individual and class levels of morality, as well as interactions between cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities, individual
level of morality and the classroom setting (Model 6).
Firstly, it transpired that in classes with low level of morality, individual morality has a stronger effect in reducing negative
cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities (see Fig. 1). In other words, in the classes with generally low level of morality, a
higher level of individual morality was more meaningful and important in reducing negative cognitive attitudes toward people with
disabilities.
Secondly, we observed that in traditional classes morality affects cognitive attitudes to a lesser degree than in classes where there
were students with disabilities (see Fig. 2). In these classes, individual morality had a lesser effect in reducing negative attitudes
toward people with disabilities than in inclusive classes.
4. Discussion
A primary aim of this study was to analyze the importance of the level of moral identity development among students without
disability in their attitudes toward people with disabilities. We have analyzed this problem at the individual level, and at the level of
school classes, with cross-level interactions. Until now cross-level analyses were very rarely conducted in studies concerning
Fig. 1. Interaction between individual morality and cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities.
Fig. 2. Interaction between type of classroom and cognitive attitudes toward students with disabilities.
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correlates of students’ attitudes toward people with disabilities. This absence is not in line with the basic assumption of social
psychology that the behavior of a person is a result of their features and characteristics of their environment (Ross & Nisbett, 1991).
The level of moral identity development was a stable predictor of middle school students’ attitudes toward people with dis-
abilities. At the individual level, a better-developed moral identity predicts a reduction of negative attitudes in all three dimensions
(affective, cognitive, and behavioral), while gender only does so in the affective and cognitive dimensions. Moreover, standardized
beta coefficients were noticeably higher for the relationship between moral identity and attitudes, than for the analogical relationship
between gender and attitudes, even though gender is considered a stable predictor of attitudes toward people with disabilities
(Bossaert et al., 2011; Vignes et al., 2009). In general, the relationship between moral identity and attitudes toward people with
disabilities was weak, similar to the studies concerning other personal variables (Page & Islam, 2015), and those concerning the
predictive role of moral identity for prosocial behaviors (Hertz & Krettenauer, 2016). This factor should, therefore, be considered as a
predictor of attitude toward people with disabilities, but alongside many other different variables.
Examining how students’ attitudes toward people with disabilities are affected by factors occurring at class level was fruitful,
because these factors explained an additional variance in the case of cognitive and affective attitudes’ dimensions in comparison to
individual factors. Although the variance of additionally explained variance was not high, general difficulties in explaining the
determinants of attitudes toward people with disabilities, observed also in a weak strength of effects in other studies (Barr &
Bracchitta, 2015), mean that the composition of classes merits attention. In our study, students’ attitudes in inclusive classes were
significantly more positive than in traditional ones, but only in the case of affective dimension, and this relationship was strong.
Therefore, the present results only partly support previous results that contact with peers with disabilities in the classroom can foster
the development of positive attitudes toward them (De Boer et al., 2012; Nowicki & Sandieson, 2002), and are not completely in
accordance with our hypothesis. They are, however, in line with studies showing that the amount and quality of contact students
have with their peers with disabilities allow predicting only the affective aspect of their attitudes (Hein, Grumm, & Fingerle, 2011).
Moral identity, analyzed at classroom level, consequently predicted all three dimensions of attitudes toward people with dis-
abilities. Although the relationship between these factors was weak for the behavioral dimension of attitudes, it was moderate for
affective, and strong for cognitive dimensions. This result is in accordance with the well-established thesis in social psychology that
children’s groups create group identity, and in this way influence behaviors of their members with group norms (Killen, Mulvey, &
Hitti, 2013). Communities of school classes in which students have a developed moral identity promote a commitment to attention to
others, including people with disabilities (Strike, 2008). School classes differ, however, in their development of moral identity, and at
the same time in their attitudes toward people with disabilities. This result has important consequences for placing students with
disabilities in different classes and we will discuss it later.
The two last hypotheses concerned the importance of cross-level interactions. In accordance with the assumption, it was shown
that a higher level of moral identity better explains cognitive attitudes in the classes in which a mean level of moral identity is lower.
This result confirms that moral identity is an autonomous regulator of a person’s behaviors, and that a better-developed moral
identity allows a prediction of social behaviors (Lapsley, 2015). Thus, people with better-developed morality are able to present
prosocial behaviors even without emphasis on such behaviors, even when others are neutral or hostile toward them (Midlarsky, Fagin
Jones, & Corley, 2005). These results deny the concept of moral hypocrisy, which assumes that moral identity has the character of a
facade, and is a form of auto-representation, whereas real behaviors of people are fostered rather by individual interests and group
pressure (cf. Batson et al., 1999).
Moral identity allows the improvement of cognitive attitudes toward people with disabilities better in inclusive setting. It creates
only a general motivation for prosocial behaviors and prosocial mindset. Attitudes or behaviors are, however, created by different
situations. Students with well-developed moral identity, learning in traditional setting, without rich experience in contacts with
people with disabilities, are ready to behave prosocially in different situations, also toward people with disabilities. Students in
inclusive setting, however, may know people with disabilities better, and experience less fear and more empathy, all of which fosters
reducing bias (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). It is likely that students with better-developed moral identity build closer relations with
peers with disabilities in the classroom than do their peers with less-developed moral identity, and this contact is a moderator of
relationship between moral identity and attitudes.
4.1. Implications for practice
The results of this study can be of importance for practice. At least three practical implications are worth mentioning.
Firstly, our results show a need to prevent a non-random selection of students without disabilities for inclusive classes.
Unfortunately, there is a rather common tendency to include students with disabilities in school classes that have mean lower
achievement and lower parental SES. The phenomenon is observed not only in school systems where tracking traditions are very
strong (Demeris, Childs, & Jordan, 2007; Fisher, Roach, & Frey, 2002), but also in systems with egalitarian attitudes (Hienonen,
Lintuvuori, Jahnukainen, Hotulainen, & Vainikainen, 2018). A non-random selection for inclusive classrooms is a double-edged
sword. On the one hand, it can ease teaching (Hienonen et al., 2018). On the other hand, however, it can worsen the attitudes of
students without disability toward their colleagues with disabilities. There are evidence that students with worse school achievement
and lower family SES have lower level of moral development (Hart, Atkins, & Ford, 1999). Preventing placement of students with
disabilities in classes with a mean lower level of moral identity can contribute to better social integration of students with disabilities,
limiting their exclusion and the violence toward them. These negative phenomena are still widespread in inclusive classes. They are a
barrier to achieving a high quality of life among students with disabilities at school (Ruijs & Peetsma, 2009), and are often a reason
for excluding these students from mainstream schools (Mann et al., 2018). Certainly, in classrooms where students have a higher level
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of moral identity, teachers can more easily use didactic strategies based on co-operation, such as evidence-based peer tutoring or
work in heterogeneous groups (Mitchell, 2014).
Secondly, regardless of the composition of the class in which there are students with disabilities, general education and special
education teachers should identify students with better-developed moral identity and involve such students in programs supporting
the social integration of students with disabilities. These students seem to be predisposed to be facilitators for building social net-
works, in which students with disabilities can participate. They can also be “special friends” and serve as models of proper social
behavior towards students with disabilities (Meadan & Monda-Amaya, 2008). There is some evidence that peer-mediated inter-
ventions increase interactions with their peers among students with disabilities, as well as the number of their friends, their social
participation, and their academic engagement, more effectively than the support of adults, even though strategies engaging adults are
used more often (Carter et al., 2016).
Last but not least, the results of our study point to a need for promulgating effective strategies of moral education in schools. The
moral development of students can be supported not only by programs specifically focused on it, but also by an appropriate school
and classroom culture (Strike, 2008). Organizational culture for the favorable development of moral identity needs to include not
only emphasis on being ‘a good person’, but also conditions fostering creating connections with school, classroom colleagues, and
teachers (Lapsley & Narvaez, 2006). In other words, the moral identity of students develops in a school when its culture indicates that
being just or caring toward others is as important as having high school achievement, and at the same time, that school is a com-
munity and takes care of all students. Such a model of school is consistent with a contemporary conception of inclusive schools, which
highlight that they should be effective and inclusive at the same time (McLeskey, Waldron, Spooner, & Algozzine, 2014); this
requirement can be achieved only by going beyond “technical issues” and focusing on community values and actions (Ainscow,
Booth, & Dyson, 2006). Unfortunately, in most countries the promulgation of inclusion is still understood as increasing the number of
students with disabilities in regular schools and giving them special support, but not as a process of building a school that creates for
all students the conditions for active contribution to school life and comprehensive, cognitive, social, and emotional development
(Florian & Rouse, 2014).
4.2. Limitations
The present study has at least four limitations. Firstly, this research was conducted in a cross-sectional scheme, which limits the
possibilities to extrapolate about the direction of observed relationships between moral identity and attitudes toward people with
disabilities. Future studies should verify our results in a longitudinal scheme.
Secondly, we used a questionnaire to assess explicit attitudes toward people with disabilities. Although more studies concern
declared attitudes, an analysis of implicit attitudes is recommended, as these are better predictors of behaviors (Wilson & Scior,
2014).
Thirdly, we have not controlled contact with people with disabilities outside school, or the intensity of contacts at school.
Although our analyses have shown that the presence of people with disabilities in the classroom favors more positive attitudes,
controlling for omitted variables would help to better explain the importance of learning in inclusive setting for attitudes toward
people with disabilities.
Fourthly, this study was conducted only in one culture. Moral identity can be understood differently in different cultures, and
groups can have diverse impacts on attitudes (Jia & Krettenauer, 2017). Thus, this study should be replicated in other cultures to
observe whether our results can be generalized.
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